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Abstract 
This article discusses the findings of an empirical study that investigated the writing practices in a multilin-
gual, rural, fourth-grade classroom in Kenya. The study was undergirded by Bakhtin’s heteroglossia. Analysis 
of texts indicated that these emergent multilinguals used multiple semiotic resources to maximize the chances 
of meeting the communicative goals through translanguaging. However, the translanguaging process in writ-
ing was a tension-filled process in terms of language separation and correctness. The emergent multilingual 
writer went through tensions in the process of finding a balance between authorial intentions and the author-
itarian single voicedness required by the school and the national curriculum. The author suggests that trans-
languaging in writing disrupts unequal voices and language hierarchies by transgressing standard ideologies 
in academic writing. It is recommended that educators consider multilingual resources as legitimate cognitive 
tools and resources for communication in school contexts to allow authentic voices and inclusive instruction. 
Keywords: Emergent multilinguals, heteroglossia, translingual writing   
Recent research has documented that linguistically and culturally diverse individuals draw on their collective linguistic repertoires of resources to meet their communicative goals in a given situation. 
This indicates that their language use is not strictly compartmentalized but fluid and mobile. Research-
ers have used several terms to describe this phenomenon, including: plurilingualism (Jørgensen, Kar-
rebæk, Madsen, & Møller, 2011), heteroglossia (Bakhtin, 1975/1981; Bailey, 2007), flexible bilingual-
ism (Blackledge & Creese, 2010), code-meshing (Canagarajah, 2011), translanguaging (García, 2009), 
and others. These multilingual practices have led to different scholars questioning the fields of Second 
Language Acquisition (SLA) and language allocations and restrictions in teaching. For example, Ka-
chru and Sridhar (1994) lamented the lack of historicity in the field of SLA and claimed that the SLA re-
search had ignored areas that have stable multilingualism in the global south. Recently other scholars 
have conducted research on multilingual communicative practices (Blackledge & Creese, 2010, 2014; 
García, 2009; Velasco & García, 2014) among others. These scholars have argued that language sepa-
ration is an ideological construct rather than actual language practices. 
Multilingual discourse has been studied for several decades. Earlier research focused on the mixing of 
languages in discourse and particularly on code switching (CS). Most of the work studied was spontane-
ously produced data, and most of it was done in informal contexts. For example, there are studies on the 
pragmatic functions of code-switching (e.g., Appel & Muysken, 2005; Heller, 1988; Romaine, 1995) that 
have been largely influenced by Gumperz’s (1982) pioneering typology. Their purpose was to identify 
the sociopragmatic motivation for the occurrence of particular code-switched utterances and eventually 
classify them under a fixed category such as quotation, elaboration, and reiteration, among many others. 
Study of spoken discourse in the classroom has gained momentum in multilingual settings (Canagara-
jah, 2011; García, 2009). However, research on how two or more languages interact and affect knowledge 
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construction in regard to writing is limited. Only a few studies have offered to analyze multilingual texts 
in classroom settings (Canagarajah, 2011, 2013; Velasco & García, 2014), particularly in African settings 
where there is stable multilingualism. The reasons for ignoring mixed languages in writing includes the 
fact that written text has been considered as normative and has had a tendency to have a pedagogical 
focus (Canagarajah, 2013; Sebba, Mahootian, & Jonsson, 2012). This tendency has produced a monolin-
gual bias, which makes it difficult for researchers who are identified with and specialize in the study of 
specific languages. Sebba decries that CS in writing has not been theorized, unlike the spoken CS, and 
recommends that mixed-language written texts be studied within literacy frameworks to understand the 
practice within the literacy practices it is part of. 
This article is an attempt to analyze writing within a literacy framework, to create a dialogue around 
multilingual learners’ access to literacy as they work to become proficient writers and readers in different 
languages of their nurture and schooling. In the next section, I briefly review research on monolingual ide-
ologies that have focused on language purism in multilingual settings, followed by translanguaging (TL) 
in writing. Canagarajah (2011) defines translanguaging as “the ability of multilingual speakers to shuttle 
between languages, treating the diverse languages that form their repertoires as an integrated system” 
(p. 401). Translanguaging as defined in this paper involves CS and translation (García, 2009). Grounded 
in sociocultural theories, I draw heavily in this article on Bakthin’s (1975/1981) notion of heteroglossia. 
Monolingual habitus in multilingual settings 
In schools, children with complex linguistic repertoires typically experience institutional policies that are 
rooted in traditional monolingual habitus (Gogolin, 2002). Monolingual habitus is a set of assumptions that 
are built on the fundamental myth of uniformity of language and culture (Gogolin, 2002). Such schools 
prioritize English-only language for instruction. Since independence in 1963, Kenyan schools have his-
torically been sites for English acquisition and implement language policies that are aimed at promot-
ing what Bakhtin (1975/1981) would identify as unitary language and language homogenization, despite 
the stable multilingual status of the children. Additionally, academic writing has been historically con-
sidered as a monolingual practice in Kenya, where all exams are written in English. African languages are 
relegated to oral communication, while English and other European languages have been promoted to 
academic and other acts that are considered literate (Mbaabu, 1996). Benson (2013) has correctly noted 
that research in multilingual contexts often fails to recognize multilingualism as a social and individual 
reality. Benson (2013) calls this an imperfect fit designed for learners. Instead of meeting learners where 
they are in terms of languages, cultures, identities, and experiences, school officials impose an unrealis-
tic and rigid curriculum and approach on learners, prevent a number of pupils from succeeding, and in-
crease school dropouts. 
Early research in the West problematized this monolingual view of literacy. For example; Heath (1982) 
and Street (1984) challenged the autonomous view of literacy. Autonomous literacy, according to Street, 
is viewing literacy itself as having an effect on other social and cognitive practices. It is imposing West-
ern conceptions of literacy on other cultures (Hernández-Zamora, 2010). Heath, Street, and Hernández-
Zamora situate literacy in social contexts as a part of local social relations. They also emphasize the agency 
of individuals who adopted unauthorized literacies. Recently scholars have discussed code-switching in 
spoken language in African classrooms in Mozambique (Chimbutane, 2013), in Kenya (Merrit, Cleghorn, 
Abagi, & Bunyi 1992), and in South Africa (Setati, Adler, Reed, & Bapoo, 2005; Makalela, 2015). Even then, 
there is a paucity of research studies that have addressed multilingual writing practices in African class-
rooms. Additionally, most research on writing practices in the classroom has been written from first-world 
perspectives, which have been historically monolingual. In this article I attempt to answer the question: 
How are children’s linguistic repertoires displayed during writing practices in the classroom? I draw from 
a research study that was conducted in rural Kenya.  
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Translanguaging 
Several scholars have offered translanguaging (TL) as a possible solution to educational challenges fac-
ing linguistically and culturally diverse students (Busch, 2014; Canagarajah, 2013; García, 2009). Busch 
(2014), drawing on a study carried out in a state primary school in Vienna among culturally and linguisti-
cally diverse students, identified a struggle with linguistic needs of the children with multiple languages 
who are required to use only one language. Busch advocated for opening up spaces for children by ac-
knowledging the different languages as a resource, to bring into dialogue their individual repertoires to 
engage in metalinguistic discussion and negotiation, with a goal of transforming the enforced monolin-
gual habitus into a multilingual habitus. Similar arguments are held by García and Leiva (2014), who view 
TL as an act of bilingual performance and pedagogy, pointing out that the use of flexible linguistic re-
sources in a classroom resists historical and cultural positioning of multilingual students within English 
monolingualism. According to García and Leiva (2014), the use of languages flexibly is a practice of social 
justice because TL serves a role in releasing voices and new prejudices, and it provides students who are 
confronted with unfamiliar languages with alternative representations that release knowledge and voices 
that have been silenced by English only. 
The possibility of using TL for rhetorical purposes in writing has been explicated. Hélot’s (2014) analy-
sis of authors crossing language borders in children’s books explored how TL in writing can support cre-
ativity in bilingual and multiliteracy pedagogy. Analyzing different configurations of TL used by multi-
lingual authors and how these authors negotiate their identity through translation of their own work or 
invention of new hybrid forms of language, Hélot questioned the possibility of envisioning TL as a peda-
gogical approach in bilingual teacher education in Alsace where French or German languages are taught 
separately. She argued that using TL in literary texts is more appropriate in offering ways of legitimiz-
ing language mixing and that translingual texts offer an excellent basis for discussing what it means to 
be bi- or multilingual and exploring the notion of identity; because translingual authors break the tra-
ditional ideological barriers that separate languages, new bi/multilingual voices and identities emerge. 
Use of TL for creativity has been echoed by Sebba, Mahootian, and Jonsson (2012), who indicated that 
code-mixing in writing affords authors a way to satisfy both demands of norms and voice using their 
languages in a qualified manner. Authors merge their languages in rational ways for significant rhetor-
ical and performance reasons. Therefore, CS practices in the text are the authors’ means to represent 
their identities and pluralize their texts to satisfy their own need for voice, preferred codes, and conven-
tions. Use of TL could allow students to succeed in mainstream discourse without sacrificing criticality 
or their voices. In support of this argument, Mahootian (2012) points out that the style, register, and the 
languages authors choose to express themselves all contribute to who they think they are, how they are, 
how they want others to see them, and how others actually identify them. Thus, language constructs, in-
dexes, and reveals an individual’s identity. TL acknowledges the complex relationship among language, 
identity, and sociopolitical power (García & Leiva, 2014). Canagarajah (2013) has described the multilin-
gual strategy described by Mahootian (2012) as envoicing. Envoicing is appropriating a text or talk, per-
sonalizing the speaker, distinguishing their work, accentuating their differences by deviating from the 
homogeneous uses and collective norms to provide identity and voice. From this viewpoint, negotiation 
of meaning is not separable from identity representation. Thus, writers negotiate their voices in the text 
they write. Canagarajah argued that attaining success in communication does not involve forfeiting peo-
ple’s uniqueness. He, however, warns that translingual practices are not guaranteed for success, consid-
ering the ideological measures on what is good academic writing. 
Canagarajah (2013) has pointed out that, although the power of monolingual orientation in educational 
settings prevails, multilingual texts are becoming increasingly common as a result of increasing language 
contact in everyday life. He views multilingual texts as an important mode of writing for multilingual students 
to represent their identities in English. Moreover, Canagarajah (2013) pointed out that languages are always 
in contact and mutually influence each other. Suggesting that multilingual users have integrated competency 
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and do not separate language and that languages are not essentially at war with each other, Canagarajah 
chose the term translingual to break away from the conception that languages are kept separate. 
Canagarajah (2013) perceives translingual writing as a means to resolve challenges of writing peda-
gogy, arguing that it is a “pragmatic resolution that is sensitive and important for challenging inequali-
ties of languages (p. 113). Individuals who are translanguaging are learning the dominant languages for 
social and educational means at the same time. Research on the role translingual writing plays in devel-
opment of the target language is important to inform discourses about how the languages are learned 
concurrently. Scholars view the deviation from standard written English as costly, and resistance to or trans-
gressing from the established academic writing norms that leads to authors being treated as unproficient 
and are penalized accordingly because writing is strictly gate kept (Canagarajah, 2013; Sebba et al., 2012). 
The major constraints on translingual writing and studying multilingual writing are monolingual as-
sumptions that conceive literacy development as unidirectional acquisition of competence, preventing 
individuals from fully understanding the resources multilinguals bring to texts (Canagarajah, 2011). Lan-
guage homogenization policies position learners as acquirers of skills that are useful for basic functioning 
and accepting predetermined roles about identities. In contrast, multilingual writing is seen as agentive, 
shuttling creatively between languages and discourses to achieve their communicative goal (Canagara-
jah, 2011). Multilingual speakers select features from a repertoire and assemble their language practices 
in ways that fit their communicative situations (García, 2009; Velasco & García, 2014). Multilinguals use 
their multiple semiotic resources to negotiate meaning with the text. Velasco and García (2014) argued 
that students use TL in writing to achieve higher standards of thought, creativity, and language use com-
pared to the writing of a monolingual. Further, TL goes beyond acknowledging language as a social con-
struct that reflects nation-state ideologies (Heller, 2007). 
Taken together, the literature I have been discussing (Busch, 2014; Canagarajah, 2011, 2013; García & 
Leiva, 2014; Hélot, 2014; Mahootian, 2012; Sebba et al., 2012; Velasco & García, 2014) points to the need 
for embracing multiple linguistic repertoires in writing in order to enable writers to negotiate restrictive 
policies, voice, and identity. 
Heteroglossia 
To investigate students’ writing, I employ Bakthin’s (1975/1981) notion of heteroglossia. Heteroglossia 
is heterogeneity of signs and forms in meaning making, which incorporates the aspects of tension-filled 
interaction, indexicality, and multivoiceness. Bakthin’s (1975/1981) work is important for this study be-
cause it focuses broadly on historic and economic forces of language use (Wertsch, 1991). Wertsch rec-
ommends the work of Bakthin to link the individual’s mental functioning to cultural, historical, and insti-
tutional settings. According to Bakthin (1975/1981), as explicated in Wertsch (1991), “the production of 
any utterance involves the appropriation of at least one social language and speech genre . . . (which are 
themselves) inextricably linked with historical, cultural, and institutional setting” (p. 66). 
Heteroglossia denotes the different strata (social, professional, dialects, jargons, etc.) in the same lan-
guage. Heteroglossia is opposed to the idea of a unitary language. For Bakhtin, unitary language and 
heteroglossia are in constant struggle, a struggle that is characterized in terms of centripetal and centrif-
ugal forces. Duranti (1998) explains these terms as follows: 
The centripetal forces include the political and institutional forces that try to impose one variety of code over oth-
ers.… These are centripetal because they try to force speakers toward adopting a unified linguistic identity. The 
centrifugal forces instead push speakers away from a common center and toward differentiation. These are the 
forces that tend to be represented by the people (geographically, numerically, economically, and metaphorically) 
at the periphery of the social system. (Duranti, 1998, p. 76) 
According to Bakthin (1975/1981), language is characterized by social tensions. Bakhtin described 
the social tensions in language as explicated previously by Duranti (1998), the opposing pull of “centrif-
ugal” and “centripetal” forces. The centripetal force constitutes the push toward the “unitary language,” 
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homogeneity, standardization, and correctness. The centrifugal force pulls toward heteroglossic disunifi-
cation and decentralization. These forces are never free of each other, however, as the centripetal forces 
of language operate in the midst of heteroglossia and coexist with centrifugal forces. For Bakthin, unitary 
language is constantly opposed to the realities of heteroglossia and “makes its real presence felt as a force 
overcoming this heteroglossia, imposing specific limits to it” (Bakthin, 1975/1981, p. 270). In this article, 
the tensions between policy and practice in multilingual writing practices will be discussed through these 
two concepts. The centripetal forces may represent the language policies or assumptions on the part of 
teachers, parents, and communities that it is better to learn in one unitary language, while the centrifu-
gal forces, such as TL in writing, arise from the heteroglossia found in linguistically diverse classrooms. 
Language points to or indexes a certain point of view, ideology, social class, profession, or other so-
cial position (Bakhtin, 1975/1981; Blackledge, Creese, & Takhi, 2014). Bakhtin’s notion of heteroglossia at-
tempts to account for social, functional, generic, and dialectological variation within languages. The re-
lationship between the indexical form and meaning is brought into being through historical association. 
Utterance is always embedded in a history of expressions by others in a chain of ongoing cultural and 
political moments. Bakthin (1972/1984) believed that the study of language requires an examination of 
questions that go beyond the usual scope of linguistics and encompass the philosophical, cultural, ide-
ological aspects of “language in its concrete living totality” (p. 181). 
Multivoicedness is the interrelationship between our own word and the word of the other in a discourse 
that is dialogic. According to Bakhtin (1975/1981), “all utterances are inherently dialogic. They have, at the 
same time, a history and a present which exist in a continually negotiated state of intense and essential 
axiological interaction” (p. 279). The word is shaped not only by other words in the past and present but 
also by the anticipated word of the other. All utterances, therefore, have a history and an anticipated fu-
ture. According to Bakhtin (1986), to speak is to envoice, to accentuate or populate language resources 
with our own intents and histories. This practice of dialogue focuses on cultural and interpretational di-
mensions of language and examines discourses that are formed by multiple voices. 
In this study, Bakthin’s heteroglossia provides me with a framework to explicitly discuss the linguistic 
utterances in students’ writing with the sociohistorical relationships that give meanings to those utter-
ances. Therefore, I adopt a heteroglossic lens to discuss students’ translingual writing. 
Methods 
Data presented in this article were collected as a part of a six-month ethnographic case study of com-
municative practices in a multilingual, rural, fourth-grade classroom in Kenya. The larger study focused 
on communicative practices in language arts, science, and math in the fourth-grade classroom. This arti-
cle analyzes data collected from one of my focal participants in order to examine emergent multilingual 
students’ writing practices. The question I attempt to answer here is: How are children’s linguistic reper-
toires displayed during writing practices in the classroom? I used a qualitative design (Bogdan & Biklen, 
2007) with a focus on case study methods (Stake, 1995). Case study methods were suitable for this study 
because I had no control over the behavior of participants. 
Context of the study 
Kenya is a multilingual East African country that attained independence from Britain in 1963. There are ap-
proximately 67 live languages (Lewis, Gary, & Charles, 2016). English and Kiswahili are the official languages. 
Kiswahili is the national language and the Language of Wider Communication (LWC). English has been the 
language of instruction from fourth grade onward since independence. Therefore, teachers and other ed-
ucated members of the society have varying proficiencies in English, Kiswahili, and other home languages. 
This study took place at a rural primary school in the Umoja region, Eastern province, Kenya. The school 
is located in Amani (pseudonym) county. The study was carried out at Tumaini Primary School. Tumaini 
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(pseudonym), a public primary school, was selected on the basis of its location (rural setting) and its ad-
herence to the transitional bilingual education (TBE) early-exit program. 
At the time of data collection the school had 12 teachers, including one teacher for the kindergarten 
school and another who taught the Special Education class. The school had a total student population of 
267 students (boys and girls), one class for each grade (K–8). As a public day school that operates with 
very few financial resources, Tumaini has predominantly served economically disadvantaged families in 
the community and did not have access to English outside school. The children in these classes can be 
termed as multilingual (speaking two to three languages) or emerging multilingual (speaking at least 
two languages and acquiring one or more additional languages) either due to intermarriages or speak-
ing different but mutually intelligible dialects. The majority of the people in the community speak Kimeru, 
and a good majority speak Kiswahili, the national language. Kimeru and Kiswahili are mutually intelligi-
ble languages; therefore, most people understand the lingua franca, although they may not speak it. At 
Tumaini School, both teachers and students had proficiency in one or more local languages. Students 
learned Kiswahili and English at school. All students in the fourth-grade classroom were English language 
learners with low proficiencies in both written and spoken English. However, because Kiswahili is the LWC 
and a national language in Kenya, students had access to it outside school and thus a higher proficiency. 
Participants 
For this study, I focused on a fourth-grade classroom. I chose to study students’ writing in the fourth-
grade classroom because at this level students are at least bilingual and acquiring English. Additionally, 
fourth grade is the transitioning year from mother-tongue instruction to English-only instruction as per 
the language in education policy in Kenya. There were a total of 28 students in this class, 16 boys and 12 
girls, aged between 9 and 12 years. All the students spoke Kimeru and Kiswahili, and a few spoke Kikuyu 
and Kiluhya at home. All the fourth-grade students agreed to participate in this study. For the purposes 
of this article, I draw on the whole class writing practices during language arts lessons to showcase the 
extent of translanguaging among emergent multilinguals and then illustrate translingual writing practices 
using artifacts collected from one of my focal students, Adila (pseudonym). Adila was a 9-year-old girl 
who was an emerging multilingual. She spoke Kimeru and Kiswahili fluently and was acquiring English. 
She did not speak in English; she used English words sparingly during her conversations with friends. On 
the playground and at home, Adila spoke Kimeru mostly or code-mixed with Kiswahili in a few instances. 
I chose Adila as a representative sample of the TL writing practices in this classroom because she used 
multiple linguistic resources to communicate in all her writing samples. 
Data collection and analysis procedures 
The main sources of data for this article are students’ writing samples and curricular documents. In this 
study, fourth-grade students were given writing tasks in two different languages—English, which is taught 
as a subject and language of instruction, and Kiswahili, which is only taught as a subject. The data were 
collected from six English compositions and three Kiswahili compositions on different topics throughout 
the school term. Each essay was written individually in class within a 40-minute lesson, after which the 
scripts were collected by the teacher for grading. 
For the analysis of translanguaging (TL) in writing, I use textual analysis because “a major source of 
data for writing research is writing itself; the use of texts as objects of study” (Hyland, 2010, p. 198). In 
this study, the analysis of TL in the written texts is aimed at investigating students’ communicative rep-
ertoires displayed in writing practices. This is in line with Paltridge and Wang’s (2010, p. 257) assertions 
about the aims of textual analysis as follows: 
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1. “Knowledge about language beyond the word, clause, phrase and sentence that is needed for 
successful communication.” 
2. “The relationship between language and the social and the cultural contexts in which it is used.” 
In this analysis I discuss overall TL practices in the classroom. I then showcase TL practices by follow-
ing Adila’s writing across different languages and different prompts. The focus in TL presentation here is 
on data and not individuals. The texts presented here were selected in terms of two factors: use of three 
languages or more in one text and the extent of TL used. 
Data presentation and findings 
Writing practices in a fourth-grade classroom 
The most common form of writing experienced in a fourth-grade classroom were filling in the blanks, writ-
ing a summary, writing in correct order, guided story, matching beginnings and ending of a sentence, re-
sponding to passage questions, punctuation and capitalization exercises, spelling, completing sentences, 
short responses to prompting questions, and putting sentences in a sequence (see the appendix for a 
complete list of writing activities). 
In this article, I focus on students’ individual writing activities with a concentration on composition or 
longer texts. All the tasks given were supposed to be written in one language or the other without mixing. 
Any mixing of languages was considered an error that was penalized during grading. The grading rubric 
had four major sections that were scored: content/themes, vocabulary, grammar, and structure. All words in 
an essay that were not in the target language earned half a point deductions. I collected writing texts nine 
times during the term, from all the students present during the writing tasks, in both English and Kiswahili. 
The essay topics were chosen by the teacher and were mainly on simple topics in students’ environment. 
The focus of writing was on the product rather than the process of writing. Six of the compositions col-
lected were in English and three were in Kiswahili. Table 1 shows different written tasks that were collected. 
Most of these topics were based on students’ experiential knowledge. Other composition writing top-
ics were based on the course text reading. For example, the creative writing tasks were based on reading 
comprehension passages that had been read in the class text, and students were required to respond to 
the questions. In these two compositions, the teacher used the pictures in the two stories and asked stu-
dents to compose on the topic. This could be looked at as retelling the same story.  
Table 1. Writing tasks across languages. 
Essay topic  Type   No. of  No. of scripts   % scripts   Source  
 of scripts using mixed using mixed 
 task collected  languages languages
The languages spoken in our classroom  Descriptive  25  2  8  Environment 
Our forest  Descriptive  20  7  35  Nature walk 
Swimming day  Narrative/  25  4  16  County exam  
    biography 
The hyena and the calf  Narrative/  24  3  12.5  Course text  
    creative 
Adventure in the mountain  Narrative/  26  3  10.7  Course text  
    creative 
The day I was very happy  Narrative  28  4  14.3  County exam 
Umuhimu wa miti (Importance of trees)  Persuasive  28  8  28.6  County exam 
Matembezi msituni (A walk in the forest)  Narrative  21  6  28.6  Nature walk 
Msitu uliopo karibu na shule yetu  Descriptive  28  5  17.9  Environment    
   (The forest near our school) 
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As shown in Table 1, students used their semiotic resources to meet their communicative goals. Al-
though students were required to write strictly in one language, TL permeated their writing. A few stu-
dents used TL writing strategies, ranging for 8% to 35% in different tasks. The reason for higher TL in 
some tasks than others is not my focus in this section. It is worth recalling, however, that mix of languages 
in essay writing was considered an error, and the students were required to know and use the required 
vocabulary items to communicate effectively in the target language. The curriculum dictated use of one 
language only in academic writing, and teachers tried to enforce this and control the exclusion of stu-
dents’ language practices. However, TL was beyond the teacher’s control, as shown by the percentages 
of TL practices. Students drew from their multiple communicative repertoires to communicate rather than 
one specific language required by the task guidelines. In the following I showcase Adila’s TL writing prac-
tices across languages. 
On the case: Adila’s translingual writing practices in Kiswahili 
English Translation: The Forest Near Our School 
The forest that is near our school has very many things like trees have filled the forest near our school. These trees have their 
names and these names include example, wattle trees, muthithi, eucalyptus, jacaranda and mutemana. You see when you 
come to the forest near our school you will get things that make you happy and it also has different types of insects. These 
insects do not resemble one another and other (animals) like snake, housefly, beetle, rwanga (a type of an insect), and pray-
ing mantis. The forest near our school has animals like elephants, zebra, buffalo, manka (a type of animal), columbus mon-
key, giraffe, Gazelle, dick-dick, biti, warthog, jackal, buffalo, baboon, birds, water. You see when you come to the forest near 
our school there are leaves, food, animals, also there are people who come there waiting for girls to come to school so that 
they can steal them. There are also people who come from far to see the forest near our school. You will get students play-
ing in the school field. The forest has very dangerous animals. Tourists while near the forest near our school get surprised 
that there is a school near a forest. Thank you very much teacher. 
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Adila’s text above is written in Kiswahili. She has used three languages/codes, English, Kiswahili, and Ki-
meru. The words used in Kimeru and English in the Kiswahili essay are highlighted in italics in both Swa-
hili essays and English translation. 
In Text 1, Adila has used three languages to write and communicate her goal. While the text indicates 
she has mastery of Kiswahili, she uses the English word, example, in the fifth sentence. The examples of 
trees, animals, and insects found in the forest are given in her home language, Kimeru. These words are 
italicized in the transcription and in the English translation. Although Adila has not used paragraphs, her 
text is coherent and detailed. She begins with a general explanation of the forest and what is found there, 
and she provides comprehensive lists of animals, insects, and trees found there. She also tells of the dan-
gers: that bad people hide there to attack girls on their way home. Adila also mentions tourism that takes 
place near their school, and people’s reaction about the school location. This essay is well knit, and Adila 
uses her multiple linguistic repertoires to meet her objective. While she is aware that she was supposed 
to write in Kiswahili only, the language boundaries did not seem to exist in her writing and were not a 
constraint to meeting her communicative goal. 
English Translation: Importance of Trees 
The importance of trees are like do not use trees wastefully. Trees also give us very many benefits like when you cut trees 
you can build a very nice house. Trees also give us firewood to cook food. And when you cook delicious food it is as a re-
sult of that firewood and that firewood come from those trees. Again we should not use trees inappropriately because trees 
give us many benefits like they give us timber and those timbers are used to build very nice houses in rural areas. In rural ar-
eas there are a lot of trees. There are different types of trees like cypress, wattle, eucalyptus, jacaranda, avocado tree, mango 
tree, loquat tree and guava tree. Trees also have other benefits like they give us fruits. And these fruits include guavas, paw-
paw, mango, avocados, loquats and macadamia nuts. If you have planted trees you have many benefits. And these bene-
fits are (that) you can be able to sell firewood and those firewood come from trees so you should not use trees inappropri-
ately, because if you don’t care for your trees you do not have benefits. Please do not destroy your trees (use haphazardly?). 
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In Text 2, Adila again has used three different codes; English (pawpaw), Kiswahili and Kimeru (baita, 
different tree and fruit names) as highlighted in the English translation piece. Text 2 was a county test. 
Adila is aware that it should be written in Kiswahili only, but still several words from her linguistic reper-
toires find their way into the text—an index of Adila’s agency as an author. Under the language separa-
tion orientation and policy, Adila was penalized for these words as mistakes. It is notable also that even a 
word that Adila has a Kiswahili version of in the same text has been written in mother tongue baita (gain/
benefit) in line two. This word appears elsewhere in Kiswahili, an indication that she has knowledge of its 
Kiswahili equivalent. This is an indication that the argument that multilingual language users select differ-
ent terms to fill a lexical gap may not hold in this student’s writing. It also shows the tensions the writer 
is going through in the process of finding a balance between authorial intentions and the teacher’s ex-
pectations of her writing. Adila’s choice of linguistic resources had other functional uses. She is using her 
linguistic repertoires as a rhetorical style, as indicated in the range of choice of vocabulary items based 
on everyday knowledge and topic-specific language of trees and fruits. In her essay, she takes up an au-
thoritative voice that is filled with emotion and opinions (do not use trees inappropriately) and shares 
her ideas for her stance. 
Adila’s translingual writing in English texts 
Words used from Kimeru and Kiswahili languages in Text 3 included: 
Nkurungu antelope 
Muthanduku wattle tree 
Mubaomauta eucalyptus 
Muembe mango tree 
Mubokando avocado tree 
Mubera guava tree 
Mbilo a wild fruit 
Ntindo wild animal 
Nthia gazelle 
Nkuno mushroom 
Muthithinda cypress tree 
Pundamilia Zebra (Kiswahili)  
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Adila’s English texts were less coherent compared to her Kiswahili Texts 1 and 2, although she drew 
from her multiple linguistic repertoires. The first two texts show that Adila has immense knowledge of 
the forest. Her first essay in Kiswahili is very extensive. In Text 3, Adila is still using her experiential knowl-
edge in naming trees and animals, but the spelling and sentence structure in English is challenging for 
her. TL allowed her to communicate a little bit, without which this text would be difficult to make mean-
ing. She was restricted by the policy and was conscious of this, to the extent that she tried to write most 
of the essay in English.  
In this English text Adila has used the following words: 
mashujaa day heroes day (Kiswahili) 
chapati flat bread 
nyama beef (Kiswahili/Kimeru) 
mchere na nyama rice and beef (Kiswahili/Kimeru) 
In Text 4, Adila uses Kiswahili and Kimeru in the English text. Again, she is aware that this is English 
composition, but that does not deter her from using her multiple semiotic repertoires to communicate. 
Her text has several spelling mistakes. Adila has shared the different days she was happy. She does not 
develop each day by extensively explaining what happened; she provides a few explanations for each and 
moves on to other days. Although she has used the Kiswahili/Kimeru word nyama in the line six of her 
essay, in the last sentence she is conscious that this is an English text: She writes nyama and crosses out 
and replaces it with English word, meat, which is not spelled correctly. This essay superficially shows the 
tensions that exist in the writing of a multilingual learner. The semiotic choice is a tension-filled exercise 
for Adila, and the outside forces toward uniformity make her choose the institutional language, which is 
not the language of her reality.  
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Discussion of Adila’s texts 
For this section, I do not compare writing across codes, but I focus on translingual writing in relation to 
a heteroglossic lens (Bakthin, 1975/1981). 
Evidently, TL in Adila’s texts has several advantages in her engagement with literacy. She has used the 
resources at her disposal to meet her communicative goal. Her Kiswahili texts are well developed, coherent, 
and well organized, and her voice as an author is clear. In English texts, she is having a lot of difficulties in 
both authorial and secretarial aspects of writing. Her English texts as well are made clearer through use of 
other languages. However, in English texts, the centripetal (unifying and centralizing) forces are stronger 
than centrifugal (decentralizing and stratifying) forces (Bakhtin, 1975/1981), and this impacts the mean-
ing of the English texts by constraining her writing. Although Adila was continuously penalized for includ-
ing Kiswahili and Kimeru vocabulary items in all her writing tasks, she continued using translanguaging 
in her writing throughout the term. This suggests that for Adila, communicating through her writing was 
her major goal, and she met it using the semiotic tools at her disposal. This practice indicates the ten-
sion-filled utterance, especially in terms of correctness and separating languages. Her TL strategies help 
a multilingual reader to understand her text, but due to language restrictions she receives a low score. 
Adila’s use of multiple semiotic resources has maximized her chances of communicating through her 
written texts. She chose from her linguistic repertoires to solve problems in constructing English and Kiswa-
hili texts. This corroborates Hornberger’s (2005) assertions that “bi/multilinguals’ learning is maximized 
when they are allowed and enabled to draw from across all their existing language skills rather than being 
constrained and inhibited from doing so by monolingual instructional assumptions and practices” (p. 607). 
Adila’s choice of languages also indexes a disruption of language hierarchies (Bakhtin, 1975/1981) and 
monolingual habitus ideologies in multilingual settings. Language-separation practices and perpetuation 
of monolingual practices do not indicate ways in which children access knowledge naturally (Makalela, 
2015). African states, and Kenya in particular, have maintained policies where students are socialized un-
realistically on language use. African scholars have termed this language use as the stupification of chil-
dren (Brock-Utne, 2001; Kiramba, 2014). Makalela (2015) has argued that languages are not in boxes 
(packaged), and multilingual children may use one language in output and another in input. Multilin-
guals have expanded codes from which they pick, as the situation demands. The heteroglossic practices 
by Adila can best be described as transgressing the norm (Pennycook, 2007). Adila’s texts transgressed 
the bounds of separate languages, disrupted standard ideologies on academic writing, and incorporated 
multiple voices through this transgression. Adila’s use of different languages is not only transgressing the 
monolingual norm but also reflects a struggle for her to appropriate legitimized vocabulary items in her 
writing while at the same time communicating her reality. While Adila’s writing transgressed the writing 
norms established by the national curriculum, it also raises questions for teaching practices, to consider 
inequalities constructed through language use. Pennycook has noted that transgressing is not disorder 
or chaos but always implies order. 
Adila’s transgression gives her voice, thus disrupting unequal voices. Wertsch (1991) defines voice, 
noting it provides a view of personal identity largely determined according to where one lives, works, 
plays, and with whom one interacts. Blommaert (2005) notes, “Voice refers to the capacity to make one-
self understood as a situated subject.…” (p. 222). Therefore, a writer is establishing who s/he is as a sit-
uated subject when s/he presents an essay. Similar views are held by Ivanič (1998) in the preface of the 
book Writing and Identity (1998, p. 1): 
Who am I as I write this book? I am not a neutral, objective scribe conveying the objective results of my research 
impersonally in my writing. I am bringing to it a variety of commitments based on my own interests, values, be-
liefs which are build up from my own history…. 
Canagarajah (2013) used the term envoicing to describe ways in which writers mesh semiotic re-
sources for their identities and interests. Bakhtin (1975/1981) noted that language is stratified; each act 
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of communication is laden with values. Through use of TL in writing, Adila envoiced her texts through in-
corporation of home languages, experiences, and localities. 
In the writing, Adila uses three languages. These could be equivalent to three voices that have contrib-
uted to the production of the text. According to Bakhtin (1975/1981), each utterance has a history and a 
future. The textual meaning does not reside solely in language or text but in all resources of the text and 
the context. The different voices, according to the author, are recognized as legitimate and complemen-
tary in production of meaning, as opposed to the authoritarian single-voicedness requirement by the 
school and the national curriculum. Her texts index her own various sociopolitical historical contexts. Her 
texts are an example of heteroglossia in practice, wherein her utterances’ centripetal and centrifugal ten-
sions are in place, in a context where correctness is key. Each of the voices indicates Adila’s real life; the 
sociocultural context and her environmental background play a role in language use and word choices 
together with her local histories. Allowing students’ use of their resources allows for authentic voices, a 
move away from monolingual language development to a more all-inclusive language instruction. Adila 
accurately documented her experiences with the forest by listing animals, ants, insects, different types 
of trees, etc., which she may not do in English only. Similar observations have been made by García and 
Flores (2014), who points out that use of TL offers space to voices that have been silenced through use 
of English only. It is therefore important to build on students’ voices and lived experiences by using stu-
dents’ repertoires and especially their L1 as a cognitive tool. 
A teacher is expected to uphold the established writing norms. As Bakthin (1975/1981) noted, socio-
political forces encourage individuals to adopt a voice of the authority. In a multilingual classroom in ru-
ral Kenya, the favored voice of authority influences the manner in which children appropriate and trans-
fer information from second language to first and vice versa. This voice can silence a learner’s voice. A 
look at Adila’s essays in both Kiswahili and English attest to the fact that adopting homogenous discourse 
for multilingual children is disadvantageous. Adila’s essays were penalized for failure to stick to one lan-
guage only in writing. In this case, the school failed to acknowledge the natural ways that multilingual 
learners use language(s) and to help Adila affirm her multiple identities and connect her knowledge to 
the requirements of the school curriculum for academic success. 
Conclusions, recommendations, and implications for practice 
While school organizations continue to reinforce language separation in literacy practices such as writ-
ing, research is showing that students draw from multiple available semiotic resources at their disposal. 
Additionally, both teachers and students use their resources despite the constraints placed on them by 
the institutional policies. 
The findings in this study are consistent with the work of scholars who argue that translanguaging (TL) 
is not a practice of deficiency (Canagarajah, 2011, 2013 García, 2009) and other scholars who view trans-
gressing from the norm as not a chaotic practice but organized to communicate (García, 2009; Penny-
cook, 2007). As Adila’s writing has shown, TL in writing is a complex linguistic and rhetorical competence 
(Canagarajah, 2013) and makes silenced voices heard (Blackledge et al., 2014; García & Flores, 2014; Hé-
lot, 2014) and unrevealed identities renegotiated. Analysis of Adila’s texts suggests a potential for expan-
sion of the classroom space to encourage students’ home languages in writing as cognitive tools to fa-
cilitate metacognitive awareness (Wertsch, 1991). 
Considering the history of English-only education in Kenyan schools and the lack of initial literacy in a 
mother tongue, TL in writing is seen as a transgressive form from a monolingual habitus. It offers a base 
for discussing what it means to be multilingual and explore identity and traditional ideological barriers 
that separate languages, overlooking the permeability across languages for multilinguals, especially in 
the process of acquiring an additional language. Additionally, use of TL in writing raises questions re-
garding the role of local languages, which have continually indexed not only illiteracy but also poverty 
among Kenyans. 
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The separate code ideologies as regards writing and other literacy practices in multilingual Kenya is a 
barrier to excellence for rural children. Instead of the schools empowering learners to discover and cre-
ate their unique identities informed by their experience and interpretation of the world around them, 
schools indoctrinate learners to perpetuate the monolingual view of literacy. This impedes learners in 
solving their problems of existence today. 
Therefore, educators should consider multilingual resources and take them as a legitimate cognitive 
tool and as a resource for communication in school contexts. The school should challenge the discourses 
of devaluation of indigenous languages within the wider society and increase the opportunities for lit-
eracy engagement. Adila’s use of a variety of languages to share knowledge of trees and animals attests 
to the need for indigenous knowledge inclusion in formal education to enable connections between dif-
ferent knowledge systems and cultures. This kind of knowledge is an important element of both identity 
and diversity. The use of the home language improves learners’ self-esteem, cultural pride, motivation to 
learn, and encourages students to be active and competent learners (Ball, 2011). The knowledge acqui-
sition and cultural identity are inseparably connected with language. Adila’s use of her languages sug-
gests a need for valuing multiple languages in formal education systems. 
Teachers are called upon to allow multilingual spaces to diffuse the negatives that are attributed to 
African languages and to take multilingualism as a resource, power, and understand that the use of a full 
range of repertoires is transformative for students. As Cummins (2005) has noted, patterns of coloniza-
tion and devaluation of aboriginal cultures and languages within school and wider society are some of 
the sociological factors that lead to educational failure, and education programs have a duty to challenge 
the colonial legacy and contemporary discourses of devaluation. Students from rural Kenya could be em-
powered by affirming their identity through their language use, challenging patterns of power relations, 
and teachers actively getting involved in challenging language hierarchies through instruction that cre-
ates an interpersonal space where identities are asserted could promote collaborative relations of power. 
This could be achieved through acknowledging how multilingual children learn naturally. In a multilin-
gual fourth-grade rural classroom in Kenya, TL provided open spaces for potentialities for the transling-
ual writers, voices, and discourses as a resource.  
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Appendix 
A complete list of writing practices in fourth grade as indicated in the teacher’s English course text guide: 
● Writing a summary—writing in correct order 
● Description, e.g., Writing true sentences about animals 
 ◦ Describing a picture, e.g., Write five sentences about the picture 
● Retelling a story 
● Completing a personal letter 
● Writing a story 
● Guided story 
● Picture composition 
● Completing a story 
● Writing a report, e.g., What happened during birthday? 
● Writing narratives, e.g., Write a story about a journey home, A journey by matatu 
● Letter writing—friendly letter 
● Diary writing 
● Matching beginnings and ending of a sentence 
● A review of teacher’s guide indicated the following as the writing areas: 
 ◦ Responding to passage questions 
 ◦ Encouraging classroom talk 
 ◦ Relating passage to their own lives 
 ◦ Vocabulary 
 ◦ Punctuation and capitalization 
 ◦ Spelling 
 ◦ Completing sentences 
 ◦ Responses to prompting questions 
 ◦ Putting sentences in a sequence
